This is an interesting and potentially useful paper on a topic receiving much current debate.
I liked the point about "potentially fixable" problems. It is very wasteful to gather the opinions of experts and then not share valuable information with applicants. I believe that other funding systems are unwilling to share such data because they can be used by applicants to appeal the decision which creates extra work for the funding agency.
There was no detail on how the reviewers or applicants were selected. Were these people with an established relationship with the NIHR? Although the paper mentions "purposive sampling" there were still presumably many applicants and reviewers that would fit the bill, so how were the final ones selected?
A study of the panel process found that panel discussion did not improve the reliability of peer review (https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/21831594). So the positive comments about the panel process found here are encouraging, but could simply reflect people feeling better about the process rather than the process being better.
A number of times the statement is made that, "none of the interviewees suggested that the current peer review process should be dispensed with," but that may not be much of an endorsement if they weren't directly asked this question. They were asked about how to improve the process and what alternatives might look like. So some of them still may have considered a radically different system, such as a lottery or equal allocation, to be a better alternative.
The quote on the bottom of page 10 about using fewer more highly selected reviewers is interesting, but it somewhat ignores the issue of over-burdening reviewers mentioned earlier.
Credit for peer review is an important point (top of page 11), and I know that the website Publons (which gives researchers credit for journal review) wants to branch out into credit for funding reviews and would be an ideal platform for this.
Were the interviewers independent from the NIHR? The only information given is that they were "the same pair of researchers". "There are no other similar accounts in the literature" (page 12). I think that Karen Mow's PhD which is freely available here is very similar: http://www.canberra.edu.au/researchrepository/file/2a04fa15-5591-0a4d-ebe1-f49467310292/1/full_text.pdf ("Inside the Black Box Research Grant Funding and Peer Review in Australian Research Councils"). There are also similarities to this PLOS ONE paper: Abdoul H, et al. Peer review of grant applications: criteria used and qualitative study of reviewer practices. PLoS One. 2012;7(9):e46054. And our research group also interviewed assessors: 'Are you siding with a personality or the grant proposal?': observations on how peer review panels function, Research Integrity and Peer Review 2017 2:19. There's also this recent paper in F1000: https://f1000research.com/articles/6-1808/v3.
There was no EQUATOR checklist for qualitative research.
Minor comments - Table 1 , explain PPI acronym -The second quote at the top of page 7 felt a little out of place, as it wasn't really about the peer review process. Unless they were talking about reading external reviews? -Page 9, line 15, is that the number of reviews per application? -"proportionate peer review" was a new phrase for me, and it may be worthwhile briefly explaining what this as at its first mention. -The last paragraph on page 12 lacks detail
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GENERAL COMMENTS
There is a huge literature on peer review, which the authors do not seem to realise; it covers both submission of research proposals and papers to journals. The NIHR is not introduced for those unfamiliar with it: there is no mention of what it is, how large it is, or the types of applications that it considers in the peer review system. Nor is there any description of the relationship between the reviews received from peers (are any from non-UK people? if so, how many?) and the way the boards review applications. What are "lead assessors"? To what extent are boards potentially over-subscribed by applications? Do all applications get sent for peer review by staff or are some turned down without peer review? Are applicants encouraged to nominate (or exclude) particular reviewers? There is a very limited discussion on the possible inducements that could be given to reviewers: journals offer a range of potential benefits such as discounts on author fees or free access for a limited time period to the journal contents. Nor is there any description of the application process -how long is the form, whether it is carefully structured to provide a simple overview of the potential benefits and risks of the proposed research, whether size of form varies by funding amount sought, etc. Two of the acronymns are not listed in the table of abbrevations (CPD and PPI). In short, the paper conveys hardly any information about what might be helpful and whether the peer review process in the NIHR is better or worse than that in other UK funders (e.g., the MRC, Wellcome Trust, and major collecting charities). I conclude that it is not worth publishing.
VERSION 1 -AUTHOR RESPONSE
RESPONSES TO REVIEWERS' COMMENTS Reviewer 1 Adrian Barnett Institution and Country: Queensland University of Technology, Australia
There was no detail on how the reviewers or applicants were selected. Were these people with an established relationship with the NIHR? Although the paper mentions "purposive sampling" there were still presumably many applicants and reviewers that would fit the bill, so how were the final ones selected? Response:
The following text has been added: "For Board members, reviewers and applicants participants were selected across a range of area of expertise (including patient and public involvement [PPI] representatives) and across the range of funding programmes included in this study, with a balance in the gender of those selected. Criteria for selection for Board members included current board membership with experience of at least 3 board meetings. For applicants, applications had been made within the previous 2 years, both those successful and unsuccessful in obtaining funding were selected. For reviewers, those who had submitted a review, or had agreed to review but had not delivered the review within the previous two years were selected. Members of staff across three levels of seniority from the three coordinating centres were selected."
Comment 2: A study of the panel process found that panel discussion did not improve the reliability of peer review (https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/21831594). So the positive comments about the panel process found here are encouraging, but could simply reflect people feeling better about the process rather than the process being better.
Response: We agree and mention this in our discussion. Our results reflect people's views and beliefs about the peer review process, and this work complements quantitative work conducted in parallel.
Comment 3: A number of times the statement is made that, "none of the interviewees suggested that the current peer review process should be dispensed with," but that may not be much of an endorsement if they weren't directly asked this question. They were asked about how to improve the process and what alternatives might look like. So some of them still may have considered a radically different system, such as a lottery or equal allocation, to be a better alternative. Response: The interviewees were asked their thought on building a peer review process from scratch.
The following text has been added "Participants were specifically asked "If you were able to build a proportionate peer review system from scratch, what would be its key features?"
Comment 4: The quote on the bottom of page 10 about using fewer more highly selected reviewers is interesting, but it somewhat ignores the issue of over-burdening reviewers mentioned earlier.
Response: We appreciate the comment made by the reviewer, but suggest that using fewer but more highly selected reviewers per application would not necessarily mean that increased burden would be placed on particular individuals. The burden could be spread according to reviewer expertise, and may even reduce the burden on some individuals. For clarity we have amended the text to read ""Fewer more highly selected Reviewers, [per application] i.e………..
Comment 5: Credit for peer review is an important point (top of page 11), and I know that the website Publons (which gives researchers credit for journal review) wants to branch out into credit for funding reviews and would be an ideal platform for this. Response: We agree this sort of platform could be very appropriate.
Comment 6: Were the interviewers independent from the NIHR? The only information given is that they were "the same pair of researchers". Response: The researchers were employed by the NIHR Evaluation, Trials and Studies Coordinating Centre (NETSCC) through its Research on Research Programme. The text has been amended to say "Additionally, participants were reassured that we wanted their true opinions; and using the telephone provided an environment more distant than face to face, which may also have made it easier for participants to express any negative views." The second quote at the top of page 7 felt a little out of place, as it wasn't really about the peer review process. Unless they were talking about reading external reviews?
Response: This quote referred to comments made by clinical peer reviewers with experience of the disease or intervention which were the subject matter of the application for funding being considered. We would be happy to remove this quote if requested to do so.
Page 9, line 15, is that the number of reviews per application? Response: Yes, this is referring to the number of reviewers per application. The text has been amended to read "Board members also commented on the numbers of reviewers per application:" "proportionate peer review" was a new phrase for me, and it may be worthwhile briefly explaining what this as at its first mention. Response:
The following text has been added: The issue of proportionality of the resource used for the peer review process as related particular applications was discussed positively and negatively.
The last paragraph on page 12 lacks detail Response:
The following text has been added: "Areas of interest might include training and feedback for reviewers, and alternative proportionate approaches to the peer review process."
Reviewer: 2 Grant Lewison Institution and Country: King's College London, UK Comment 1: There is a huge literature on peer review, which the authors do not seem to realise; it covers both submission of research proposals and papers to journals.
Response: There is a large literature on peer review as relating to peer reviewing for journals or other publications, but very little on the evaluation of peer review process, a view confirmed by the references which reviewer 1 made us aware of. The paper by Gregorius et al. states that "There has been little research on the peer review process for evaluating grant applications" which concurs with our view. We think there are significant differences between the peer review of articles and that of applications for funding, for example the content of the research plan and the capability of the team. This article relates to the applications for funding.
Comment 2: The NIHR is not introduced for those unfamiliar with it: there is no mention of what it is, how large it is, or the types of applications that it considers in the peer review system. Response: Our original text stated that "The UK National Institute for Health Research (NIHR) (1) is a large, long established national funder of applied health research, covering the journey from "bench to bedside". We have amended this to read "The National Institute for Health Research (NIHR) (1) is the UK's largest health research funder and one of the largest in the world. It is a long established national funder of applied health research,…"
We have also referenced the link to the NIHR web site (Ref 1) which gives full details about the organisation. Our text also states that "The NIHR (1) is a large organisation comprising several managing centres" and further details are given in the text.
Comment 3: Nor is there any description of the relationship between the reviews received from peers (are any from non-UK people? if so, how many?) and the way the boards review applications.
Response: Text has been added explaining that the reviewers are external to the NIHR and that some are not from the UK. The way in which board view applications is included in the explanation of the funding process. Please see text below: Currently, most applications go through a two stage process, where at the first stage the outline applications submitted are discussed by a board. Those applicants successful at this first stage are invited to submit a full application. The full applications are sent out for external peer review prior to being discussed for a second time by a board where funding decisions are made. External peer reviewers cover a range of expertise, and non-UK based reviewers may be consulted, depending on the topic being considered. Applicants are permitted to suggest individuals who may be suitable peer reviewers. The same application form is used irrespective of the amount of funding sought.
Comment 4: What are "lead assessors"? Response:
The following text has been added "lead assessors (a designated member of the board with the most relevant expertise related to that application)."
Comment 5: To what extent are boards potentially over-subscribed by applications? Do all applications get sent for peer review by staff or are some turned down without peer review? Are applicants encouraged to nominate (or exclude) particular reviewers? Response: A paragraph has been added to the Background section. Currently, most applications go through a two stage process, where at the first stage the outline applications submitted are discussed by a board. Those applicants successful at this first stage are invited to submit a full application. The full applications are sent out for external peer review prior to being discussed for a second time by a board where funding decisions are made. External peer reviewers cover a range of expertise, and non-UK based reviewers may be consulted, depending on the topic being considered. Applicants are permitted to suggest individuals who may be suitable peer reviewers. The same application form is used irrespective of the amount of funding sought.
Comment 6: There is a very limited discussion on the possible inducements that could be given to reviewers: journals offer a range of potential benefits such as discounts on author fees or free access for a limited time period to the journal contents. Response: These comments are appropriate for journal reviews, but would not be appropriate for the review of funding applications. Our manuscript does include discussion of acknowledgement for peer reviewers.
Comment 7: Nor is there any description of the application process -how long is the form, whether it is carefully structured to provide a simple overview of the potential benefits and risks of the proposed research, whether size of form varies by funding amount sought, etc. Response: A paragraph has been added to the Background section. Currently, most applications go through a two stage process, where at the first stage the outline applications submitted are discussed by a board. Those applicants successful at this first stage are invited to submit a full application. The full applications are sent out for external peer review prior to being discussed for a second time by a board where funding decisions are made. External peer reviewers cover a range of expertise, and non-UK based reviewers may be consulted, depending on the topic being considered. Applicants are permitted to suggest individuals who may be suitable peer reviewers. The same application form is used irrespective of the amount of funding sought Comment 8. Two of the acronymns are not listed in the table of abbrevations (CPD and PPI).
Response: "PPI: Patient and Public Involvement" and "CPD: Continuing Professional Development" has been added to the list of abbreviations Comment 9: In short, the paper conveys hardly any information about what might be helpful and whether the peer review process in the NIHR is better or worse than that in other UK funders (e.g., the MRC, Wellcome Trust, and major collecting charities). I conclude that it is not worth publishing.
Response: The aim of this study was not to ascertain if the funding process used by the NIHR was better or worse than that used by other funders. The aim was to seek opinion from stakeholders regarding possible improvements to the current NIHR process, or potentially alternative processes which might be used instead. The overall aim being to increase efficiency and decrease the time taken to complete research without loss of quality. (Please see references in the manuscript to the Push the Pace project).
